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A HUMANISTIC APPROACH TO SOUTH AFRICAN ACCOUNTING EDUCATION 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers made a distinction between traditional approaches and 
humanistic ‘learner-centred’ approaches to education. The traditional approach holds that 
educators impart their knowledge to willing and able recipients; whereas the humanistic 
approach holds that educators act as facilitators who assist learners in their learning processes.  
As a learning theory, humanism refers to the belief in the innate ability of humans to learn, 
and the creation of an environment in which students are given ‘Freedom to Learn’. South 
African accounting education has, by and large, followed the traditional approach rather than 
the humanistic approach. This article attempts to expand on the existing references to a 
humanistic approach through a more detailed exposition and application of the educational 
theory of Carl Rogers in the context of South African accounting education. The prospects of 
a humanistic approach in accounting education are then discussed and some practical 
strategies provided in relation to a specific third-year undergraduate accounting unit offered in 
South Africa. 
 
KEYWORDS 
 
Accounting education 
Carl Rogers 
Humanistic education 
Learner-centred approach 
A HUMANISTIC APPROACH TO ACCOUNTING EDUCATION 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
‘I deeply believe that traditional teaching is an almost completely futile, wasteful, 
overrated function in today’s changing world. It is successful mostly in giving children a 
sense of failure when they can’t grasp the material. Traditional teaching also succeeds in 
persuading students to drop out when they realize that the material taught is almost 
completely irrelevant to their lives.’ – Carl Rogers (Rogers & Freiberg 1994:171) 
 
Carl Rogers has been described as the USA’s most influential psychotherapist (Kirschenbaum 
2001). As a central figure in the field of humanistic psychology, Rogers developed a ‘person-
centred’ approach to psychological therapy. In a ‘person-centred’ approach the person is 
believed to possess the means of solving his/her own problems, and the therapist acts as a 
facilitator who ‘frees’ the person, allowing them to ‘heal’ themselves (Rogers, in 
Kirschenbaum & Henderson 1989). 
 
This approach was extended into the field of education with Rogers advocacy of a ‘learner-
centred’ approach to teaching and learning. This view holds that educators should not be seen 
as ‘experts’, there to impart their knowledge to willing (or unwilling) recipients, but as 
facilitators who assist learners in their learning processes. As a learning theory, humanism is 
based on the belief that there is within persons an innate curiosity and capacity to learn, 
together with a drive towards self-actualization. With its consequent emphasis on personal 
autonomy and self-development, it stands in stark contrast to behaviourist learning theories 
that are based on conditioned responses to various stimuli, as well as cognitivist theories that 
focus on the mechanisms of information processing (Leonard 2002). For Rogers the emphasis 
on ‘self-discovered, self-appropriated’ learning leads to the suggestion that educators should 
do away with teaching, examinations, grades and credits, and even degrees. Although this 
may seem drastic (an observation shared by Rogers), there is nevertheless merit in 
considering the characteristics of his ‘learner-centred’ approach to education. 
 
Studies in South African accounting education have often focussed on ways of improving the 
existing, traditional approach to accounting education; such as in the studies of language 
(Koch & Kriel 2005), the use of computers (Fridman, Dasoo & Basson 2003), mathematics 
ability (Bargate 1999), matric results (Samkin 1996), the potential for using the balanced 
scorecard as an educational tool (Vermass & Cronje 2001), the differences between 
‘achievers’ and ‘at-risk’ students (Eiselen & Geyser 2003) and the position of previously 
disadvantaged groups within the profession (Sadler 2003). Botha (2001) makes several 
passing references to humanistic and learner-centred education for professional accountants 
but does not provide any detailed explanation of what these concepts involve, and, compared 
to Rogers’ vision, appears to adopt a somewhat limited understanding. De Wet & Van 
Niekerk (2001) also refer to a recent trend towards ‘student-centred’ learning in accounting 
education, and to ways in which this may be encouraged. Compared to Rogers’ approach, 
however, these techniques appear to be relatively minor adjustments to the existing traditional 
approach. 
 
This article attempts to expand on these references to a humanistic, learner-centred 
educational approach through a more detailed exposition and application of the educational 
theory of Carl Rogers in the context of South African accounting education. The prospects of 
a humanistic approach in accounting education are then discussed and some practical 
strategies provided in relation to a specific third-year undergraduate accounting unit offered in 
South Africa. 
 ROGERS’ LEARNER-CENTRED APPROACH 
 
Rogers placed the traditional and learner-centred approaches to education as opposing ends on 
a continuum and described the central elements as follows (Rogers & Freiberg 1994:209-
213): 
 
Traditional mode: 
 
 The teacher is the possessor of knowledge, the student the expected recipient; 
 The lecture, the textbook, or some other means of verbal intellectual instruction are 
the major method of getting knowledge into the recipient. The examination measures 
the extent to which the student has received it. These criteria are the central elements 
of this kind of education; 
 The teacher is the possessor of power, the student the one who obeys; 
 Rule by authority is the accepted policy in the classroom; 
 Trust is at a minimum; 
 The subjects (students) are best governed by being kept in an intermittent or constant 
state of fear; 
 Democracy and its values are ignored and scorned in practice; 
 There is no place for the whole person in the educational system, only a place for her 
intellect. 
 
Learner-centred mode: 
 
The following precondition must be present before the other features are observed: A 
leader or a person who is perceived as an authority figure in the situation is sufficiently 
secure within herself and in relationships with others to experience an essential trust in 
the capacity of others to think for themselves, to learn for themselves. She regards 
human beings as trustworthy organisms. 
 
 Facilitative leadership has a ripple effect; 
 The facilitator teacher shares with the others – the students, and possibly parents or 
community members – the responsibility for the learning process; 
 The facilitator provides learning resources from within herself and her own 
experience and from books, materials, or community experiences; 
 The student develops his or her own program of learning, alone or in cooperation 
with others; 
 The facilitator focuses on fostering the continuing process of learning; 
 A student reaches personal goals through self-discipline; 
 A student evaluates her own learning; 
 In this growth-promoting climate, the learning tends to be deeper, proceeds at a more 
rapid rate, and is more pervasive in the life and behavior of the student than is 
learning acquired in the traditional classroom. 
 
Rogers & Freiberg identified the exercise of power as a defining difference between these two 
approaches: in the traditional mode power is exercised through (1) rewards of grades and 
vocational opportunities and (2) use of aversive, punitive and fear-creating methods as failure 
on examinations, failure to graduate and public scorn; whereas in the learner-centred mode, 
power is with learners (including the facilitator) and is exercised where (1) the facilitator 
provides a psychological climate in which the learner is able to take responsible control, and 
(2) helps to de-emphasise static or content goals and thus encourages a focus on the process, 
on experiencing the way in which learning takes place (Rogers & Freiberg 1994:214). 
 
While these two approaches are clearly opposing, Rogers and Freiberg repeatedly insist that 
the move from a traditional towards a learner-centred approach is necessarily a gradual 
approach, and there are any number of positions on the continuum which reflect 
characteristics of both approaches. 
 
The overriding principle in the learner-centred approach, as indicated by the title of Rogers & 
Freiberg’s book, is the creation of an environment in which students are given Freedom to 
Learn. The philosophy underlying this principle reflects a belief that the human individual 
has, from birth, a self-actualising tendency that expresses itself in curiosity and a willingness 
to engage in new experiences, and to learn through those experiences. Constructing an 
environment in which students are given ‘responsible freedom’, that is, freedom to learn with 
the consequences of one’s actions is central. To this end, teachers are no longer viewed as 
experts with the job of imparting knowledge, but as facilitators who provide an environment 
conducive to real, experiential learning. Rogers & Freiberg (1994:212) relate the traditional 
approach to education to the ‘jug and mug theory’, where ‘the faculty (the jug) possesses the 
intellectual and factual knowledge and causes the student to be the passive recipient (the mug) 
so that the knowledge can be poured in.’ In the same vein he considers how students in many 
cases resemble ‘tourists’ more than ‘citizens’ in their classes – they attend, observe, perhaps 
record, but do not fully participate. 
 
Instead of being deliverers of facts or techniques, Rogers & Freiberg (1994:175) believed that 
educators should, as facilitators of genuine learning, instead be asking ‘What are the interests, 
goals, aims, purposes, passions of these students?’, on the assumption that when students are 
permitted to follow their innate curiosity, far greater learning takes place: ‘The direction is 
self-chosen, the learning self-initiated; and the whole person (with feelings and passions as 
well as intellect) is invested in the process.’ (Rogers & Freiberg 1994:213). 
 
SOUTH AFRICAN ACCOUNTING EDUCATION 
 
It would not be too presumptuous to assert that the dominant approach to education in South 
Africa is described by the traditional approach. Accounting education in South Africa does 
not appear to be significantly different. In considering accounting higher education in 
particular, there are a number of elements that uphold the traditional approach including: the 
professional status of accounting, the learning methods, the technical content, the role of the 
South African Institute of Chartered Accountants, the qualifying examinations and the 
irrelevance of accounting to students. Each will be discussed in turn. 
 
1. Professional status of Chartered Accountants 
 
In South Africa, higher education in accounting is dominated by the professional Chartered 
Accountant (CA) qualification. Educators who are CAs are generally considered more 
favourably than those who are not, by both faculty and students.  
 
The four defining characteristics of the profession have been identified as: mastery of a 
particular intellectual skill, acquired by training and education; acceptance of duties to society 
as a whole in addition to duties to the client or employer; an outlook which is essentially 
objective; and rendering personal services to a high standard of conduct and performance 
(Code of Professional Conduct, South African Institute of Chartered Accountants 2003: para. 
05). These characteristics are essentially intellectual and ethical. 
 The impact of these aspects of professionalism suggests that some aspects of the traditional 
approach are even more prevalent in accounting education. The teacher is regarded as the 
possessor of knowledge not just by virtue of being a teacher, but by virtue of the CA 
designation as well. The CA designation is valued widely, far beyond the classroom walls, 
with the result that the educator who is also a CA holds authority and power in the classroom 
both as teacher and as CA. 
 
2. Learning methods 
 
Learning accounting at all levels usually involves the practice and repetition of accounting 
problems. Lectures typically involve the educator explaining the technical accounting 
concepts, supported by a number of class examples showing how these concepts are applied 
to accounting problems. Students are then required to attempt numerous problems on the 
topic, in increasing difficulty, in the belief that ‘practice makes perfect’. 
 
The resources supporting this learning usually come in the form of textbooks that either 
contain the accounting standards themselves or explanations of the accounting standards, 
together with a set of accounting exercises to be completed during the semester (creating a 
‘question bank’ that can be used for revision purposes). Either directly or indirectly the 
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) (including previously issued International 
Accounting Standards) represents the ‘bible’ of accounting as it contains the prescribed 
accounting rules and principles that companies are required to comply with in their financial 
reporting. This does indeed appear to take on the status of a sacred text as it is rarely 
questioned and time is devoted to rigorous examination of the prescriptions of the standards to 
ensure their correct application. 
 In this sense accounting education is the epitome of the traditional approach - learning is 
achieved through ‘verbal intellectual instruction’ by means of explanatory lectures and 
reliance on the textbook. Communication is typically limited to the exposition of the relevant 
standard and student participation limited to the performance of exercises allocated by the 
educator. 
 
3. Technical content 
 
There is a general opinion that South African CAs have over time proved themselves capable 
of operating successfully in the international context (Rowlands, Prinsloo & Van Vuuren 
1998), evidenced by the now common advertisements placed in Accountancy SA by UK 
recruitment firms. One possible explanation for this is the strong technical orientation gained 
throughout South African accounting education. As noted above, the accounting standards 
represent the principal source of knowledge, and success in technical application of the 
standards is considered to be equivalent to success in accounting. The core skills are thus 
often assumed to be primarily intellectual and do little to draw on the curiosity of students and 
their own interests and passions. 
 
In contrast, the study of accounting theory, which places greater emphasis on learning about 
accounting in addition to being able to perform bookkeeping tasks, forms an integral part of 
the undergraduate accounting curricula in some countries. For example, accredited Australian 
degrees must include some learning about accounting theory. The poor research record of 
South African accounting academics in relation to that of other countries (and significantly 
below the Australian record) reflects the dominant belief that accounting is purely technical 
and is fully presented in the approved standards. 
 4. The role of the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) 
 
Admission to the Chartered Accountancy profession is controlled by SAICA. However, 
SAICA goes beyond outlining the skills and attributes that professional accountants must 
have, to accrediting educational institutions from which graduates may sit the qualifying 
examinations, and prescribing the curricula that these institutions must offer. The result is that 
ultimate power and authority is removed from the educational institution and held by an 
external agency. Ultimately, a far cry from Rogers’ vision of democratic values permeating 
the classroom. 
 
5. The Qualifying Examination 
 
Success is finally determined through performance on the Qualifying Examination, which can 
only be attempted after four years of full-time study. Assessment is conducted solely through 
this examination, which typically has high failure rates (55% failed Part 1 of the Qualifying 
Examination in 2005). Universities are judged by their success in this examination with the 
top 10 candidates list including a reference to the institution that they attended in their final 
year of study. This emphasis on success in the Qualifying Examination permeates all levels of 
accounting education; from introductory accounting courses onward students are warned 
about high failure rates and about how few of them will eventually qualify, contributing to a 
perceptible aura of fear and respect surrounding the examination. Courses are then designed 
(through examination-type questions and the use of mock examinations) to improve students’ 
chances of passing examinations, rather than to enhance their learning. Students, as a result, 
are motivated through reminders of the Qualifying Examination rather than through the joys 
of discovery. Similar concerns were raised by Botha (2001) in his normative analysis of 
existing educational structures. 
 
6. Irrelevance of accounting to students 
 
The persistent image of the accountant as a dull, grey, bean-counter, coupled with the 
ubiquitous requirement that introductory accounting be completed by all Commerce graduates 
results in a significant number of unmotivated students who have no real desire to study 
accounting and who find it irrelevant to their career prospects in other fields such as 
Marketing, Management or Human Resources. Even among those students who consider 
accounting to be a viable career option, very few have been exposed to the inner workings of 
a business and consequently struggle to relate accounting concepts and bookkeeping 
techniques to their own experience or to attach any relevance to these concepts. The only 
motivation then is the ‘carrot’ of obtaining a degree or professional qualification, with the 
associated financial and status rewards. 
 
PROSPECTS FOR A LEARNER-CENTRED ACCOUNTING EDUCATION 
 
It is clear from the above discussion that South African accounting education not only follows 
the traditional approach, but is at the extreme end of the continuum. There is little indication 
of any of the characteristics that define the learner-centred approach, and the aspects 
identified above serve to position accounting education more firmly in the traditional 
approach that most other disciplines. It is difficult indeed to conceive of any other discipline 
which is more strongly aligned to the traditional approach. 
 
The principal of the New Orleans Free School (a case study of learner-centred education) 
provides a description of the traditional approach that is most applicable to South African 
accounting education: ‘The emphasis all too often is not on the joy, excitement, and/or 
challenge of learning; rather, it is on the skill development, mastery of isolated skills, 
sequence of skills, test-taking skills, etc. Curricula are no longer based on interests, needs, or 
curiosity, but are dominated by what is on the tests.’ And, ‘instead of [our] utilizing testing for 
human development, [testing] … has become the yardstick of human … worth.’ (Quoted in 
Rogers & Freiberg 1994:105-6) 
 
Despite this, there are clear indications that a move towards a learner-centred approach is 
desired within accounting education. The International Education Standards for Professional 
Accountants (International Federation of Accountants, 2003) endorse a learner-centred 
approach, and much is made of the need to develop ‘life-long’ learners, critical and analytical 
thinking skills and ‘deep’ level learning. There is a general acknowledgement that the future 
of accounting will continue to be characterised by change, and therefore graduates must have 
the necessary learning skills in order to deal with this change (see for example Rowlands et al. 
1998). If one considers that four years of full-time formal education is a precursor to a 40 year 
career in accounting, the attempts to instil a complete technical knowledge of current 
accounting standards (which inevitably change over the course of a few years) are extremely 
costly to the extent that learning skills are sacrificed in the process. 
 
These intentions notwithstanding, a genuine learner-centred approach would undoubtedly 
meet great resistance from accounting educators and the profession. Such a genuine learner-
centred approach, as envisaged by Rogers, would involve learners designing the curricula, 
including assessment tasks, and evaluating their own performance. Society requires the 
existence of the accounting and auditing professions to provide objective standards upon 
which reliance can be placed. It does appear difficult then to align the subjective self-
evaluations of a true learner-centred approach with this need for objective reliance. However, 
it is worth recalling that there are many points on the continuum and that the move to a true 
learner-centred approach is inevitably gradual. While a genuine learner-centred approach 
would remain the ultimate objective and ideal, and an ideal that may never be reached in the 
foreseeable future, we may nevertheless begin the journey. Rogers and Freiberg provide 
numerous examples of how a learner-centred approach has been implemented, sometimes in 
full and sometimes in part, across a wide range of disciplines, at all levels of education and in 
varying class sizes. The case studies that arise out of learner-centred approaches in fields such 
as mathematics, geology and medicine also suggest that a humanistic approach need not be 
limited to ‘soft’ subjects in the liberal arts.  
 
The aspects identified above often relate to the structures of accounting education, and 
although it is hoped that discourse over the possibilities of humanizing these structures will 
occur, major changes would obviously take place over a long period of time. There are, 
however, significant opportunities for humanizing the accounting classroom which can begin 
to be implemented immediately. These could include increasing the involvement of students 
and changing the role of the educator from that of teacher to that of facilitator. It is important 
to recognise, however, that this does not equate to simply modifying the techniques of the 
traditional approach, but entails a change in educational philosophy in which students are 
placed firmly in the centre. 
 
Apart from the requirement to establish a classroom in which learning is facilitated, Rogers & 
Freiberg (1994:154-157) identified three attitudinal qualities in particular which, when 
adopted by facilitators, would improve the rate and quality of students’ learning: 
 
 Realness in the Facilitator of Learning 
‘When the facilitator is a real person, being what she is, entering into a relationship with 
the learner without presenting a front or a façade, she is much more likely to be 
effective.’ 
 
 Prizing, Acceptance, Trust 
‘It is an acceptance of this other individual as a separate person, having worth in her 
own right … as an imperfect human being with many feelings, many potentialities. The 
facilitator’s prizing or acceptance of the learner is an operational expression of her 
essential confidence and trust in the capacity of the human organism.’ 
 
 Empathic Understanding 
‘When the teacher has the ability to understand the student’s reactions from the inside, 
has a sensitive awareness of the way the process of education and learning seems to the 
student, then again the likelihood of significant learning is increased.’ 
 
APPLICATION TO A SPECIFIC UNDERGRADUATE ACCOUNTING UNIT 
 
Rather than leaving the discussion at a theoretical level, it is worth considering some of the 
practical possibilities of Rogers’ approach by application to a specific undergraduate 
accounting unit. AFW3004 (SA Financial Accounting Issues) is a third-year financial 
accounting unit in developed and coordinated entirely from the South African campus of 
Monash University (Monash South Africa). Successful completion of the unit is required for 
the Accounting major in the Bachelor of Business and Commerce and for subsequent 
admission into postgraduate accounting courses. It forms an essential part of the curriculum 
prescribed by the SAICA for students wishing to qualify as CAs, and as Monash South Africa 
is currently seeking accreditation with SAICA, the Institute is a major stakeholder in the unit. 
The unit content has historically been entirely focussed on the acquisition of technical skills 
by students, the principal textbook has been the IFRS and assessment has been entirely 
through tests and a final examination. This method of assessment has been intended to prepare 
students for the Qualifying Examination that they will sit following their university studies. 
The content of the unit includes detailed study (at a level appropriate for undergraduate 
students) of a selection of accounting standards (i.e. the effects of changes in foreign 
exchange rates; income taxes; leases; accounting policies, changes in accounting estimates 
and errors; earnings per share; borrowing costs; segment reporting; provisions, contingent 
liabilities and contingent assets; and events after the balance sheet date). 
 
The following strategies are identified for implementation in AFW3004, with the aim of 
improving the quality and rate of learning through the adoption of a more learner-centred 
approach: 
 
Learning methods 
Responsibility for learning is to be shared amongst the students and the facilitator. Instead of 
insisting upon the repeated performance of accounting exercises, the method by which the 
accounting topics to be covered are learned is to be determined by the students. Initially this is 
likely to be extremely difficult given that the students are used to traditional teaching 
methods. In order to bridge this gap a possible suggestion involves the students writing class 
notes for each of the topics. The class would be divided into nine groups (there being nine 
topics) and each group writes the class notes on a specific topic for a week or two. The groups 
would present their notes to the rest of the class during lecture and tutorial periods, and at the 
end of each week the groups would exchange topics. They would then work with the notes 
generated by the previous group, update them and re-present them. This would continue so 
that all students have spent some time working on the notes for each topic, and the final set of 
notes for each topic would be made available to all students at the end of the semester. The 
actual content would be up to the students themselves and could include text explanations of 
the concepts, the development of example problems and solutions, case studies obtained from 
books, journals or the media, and excerpts from annual reports. Each group would be asked to 
self-assess their work, giving themselves a grade for each topic, which could be discussed and 
possibly amended with the facilitator at the end of the semester (Rogers and Freiberg note that 
this self-evaluation approach has frequently resulted in the facilitator actually increasing the 
self-assigned grade). 
 
AFW3004 is ideally suited to this learning approach as the accounting topics to be covered in 
this unit are relatively independent (for example, knowledge of income taxes is not required 
before earnings per share can be understood) and the anticipated class size is less than 30 
students. To allay concerns over whether students will be adequately prepared for the 
examination, the last few weeks in the semester will be devoted to revising topics, work on 
examination-type questions and the development of examination skills. 
 
Provision of resources 
The traditional classroom in which the lecturer stood and dominated the discussion (where 
there was any) is to be replaced with a ‘workshop’ style environment in which the facilitator 
is seated with the students. The focus then is on discussing the topics to be covered while 
students present their notes. Other learning resources are to be made available to students, 
including the textbook, the IFRS, internet resources (such as www.iasplus.com, 
www.accountingeducation.com, www.saica.co.za and www.iasb.org), a recommended 
reading list of books and journals, annual reports of listed companies, and the facilitator (with 
specific consultation hours). The purpose of the class structure and the provision of resources 
(learners being granted more freedom to learn) is to be communicated to students at the first 
meeting. 
 
Reflection of motivations 
Typically accounting students (even those majoring in the subject such as those enrolled in 
AFW3004) have expressed their boredom at the course content. At the beginning of the 
semester, students are to be asked to reflect upon the reasons they have for taking the course, 
and what they hope to gain from it. This could take the form of asking them to write their own 
objectives for their degree in one or two sentences, followed by their own objectives for this 
individual unit. Along with their own objectives students are to be asked to write down the 
grade or percentage they would like to achieve at the end of the semester, as well as several 
actions that they will take in order to achieve their desired result (such as the number of hours 
per week dedicated to study). The underlying belief is that students who have reflected upon 
their own motivations would be more committed to their own learning. The statements of 
objectives and actions would be reviewed and may be amended several times during the 
semester. 
 
Assessment 
In order to comply with the degree requirements the final examination will be required to 
remain the same (in terms of format and 70% contribution). As mentioned above, formative 
assessment (contributing 30%) would ideally be conducted by student self-assessment, based 
on their work in developing the class notes, and then discussed and possibly amended with the 
facilitator at the end of the semester. However, as self-assessment may meet resistance from 
either faculty or students, an alternative would be to ask students at the beginning of the 
semester to decide upon the methods of formative assessment (choosing between tests, mock 
examinations and assignments). Previously some students have expressed concern that there 
are insufficient tests, or that there are no assignments. By allowing the students to consult and 
decide for themselves, they would feel more of a part of the unit itself, and would be able to 
reflect upon the benefits and disadvantages of different assessment methods, and how these 
assist in the realisation of their own goals. 
 
Attitudinal qualities 
Regarding attitudinal qualities, it is difficult to suggest more than that the lecturer should 
intend to apply Rogers’ three qualities as far as possible. These qualities should manifest in 
the changes to the lecture style mentioned already, as well as in general attitudes towards the 
students. Accounting is regarded as a difficult course and lecturers have in the past reinforced 
this perception (such as by recalling historically low pass rates) in an attempt to encourage 
students to work harder. This is to be replaced by an emphasis on students coming to terms 
with their own reasons for studying accounting in the hope that this will provide sufficient 
motivation for them to develop their own study patterns. However, in contrast to, say, studies 
in psychology or ethics, which students appear better able to relate to, accounting is 
notoriously distant from their experiences and most students, having never worked in 
commerce, find accounting to be irrelevant to their daily lives. Empathy on the lecturer’s 
behalf will therefore also be necessary. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Aspects that distinguish humans from other species – such as choice, will, freedom, values, 
feelings, goals – are central to humanistic psychology and humanistic approaches to education 
(Kirschenbaum 2001 and Leonard 2002). Carl Rogers pioneered a person-centred therapy and 
a learner-centred education that has as it foundation a belief in the innate human ability to 
learn and grow, and is therefore preoccupied with creating an environment in which such 
learning and growth is facilitated rather than in refining traditional processes of instruction. 
 
An analysis of accounting education in South Africa, with specific reference to the 
professional status of qualified CAs, the typical learning methods, the primacy of technical 
content, the role of SAICA, the Qualifying Examination and the irrelevance the subject seems 
to have for many students, shows how in its structures and its methods it remains dominated 
by traditional teacher-centred education despite an increasing interest and demand for learner-
centred approaches. Placing the learner in the centre involves more than adjusting existing 
educational practices, rather requiring a shift in the learning philosophy of the educators 
themselves. While a true learner-centred approach may not be currently (or foreseeably) 
viable in accounting due to the demands of a society that is not sufficiently self-disciplined, 
there are nevertheless considerable opportunities for humanizing accounting education.  
 
This article has attempted to provide some practical suggestions of how learner-centred 
principles can be incorporated into a specific undergraduate accounting unit through changing 
the learning and assessment methods, changing the approach to available resources, 
encouraging students to actively reflect on their motivations, and emphasising the qualities of 
realness, acceptance and empathy in the educator. 
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